
The Fur Trade: Minnesota’s
First Big Business

When George Bonga was growing up,

Minnesota wasn’t a state yet. The land

looked very different, too. Trees covered

much of the area. The only roads were

walking trails on land and canoe

routes along our lakes, rivers,

and streams. American Indi-

ans had used these paths

for thousands of years to

trade all across North

America.

In the late 1600s and

1700s, explorers from other

continents traveled to the middle

of North America. These

explorers were looking for ani-

mals with fur. They could sell

the furs in Europe (YER-up)

and make a lot of money. The most

popular of all the fur animals was the

beaver. Europeans (YER-uh-PEE-ins)

loved wearing beaver hats because they

looked fancy and were waterproof.

The explorers found woods and lakes

that were home to many different ani-

mals, such as beaver, muskrat, raccoon,

deer, and bear. Soon the fur trade grew.

It was a big business in Minnesota

for 200 years. 

Three groups worked in

the fur trade in Minnesota:

fur traders, American Indi-

an hunters, and canoers—

or voyageurs (voy-ah-

JERS). The hunters brought

the animal pelts to the fur

traders. In return, the fur traders

gave the hunters European-

made trade goods such as

blankets, kettles, and guns.

Then the traders hired

voyageurs to load the pelts onto their

long canoes and paddle them to big

ships headed for Europe.
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George Bonga was a fur trader and
interpreter in Minnesota. He spoke
three languages: English, French, and
Ojibwe.

Europeans bought beaver
pelts from North America
and made them into fash-
ionable hats.


